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THE HERITAGE ARCHITECTURE 
OF QUEENSLAND 
[By R. E. NEWELL] 
(Read at a meeting of the Society on 24 July 1969) 
QUEENSLAND, like every other country, is the heir to aU the ages, but that is not enough. A young country— 
and how often that is used to excuse or to com-
mend!—is in great need of a past, to anchor, to mellow, to 
give it penetration in depth. 
The link that we need with the AustraUan earth has 
been forged in dust and heat, triumph and failure, by the 
pioneers of the city and the bush. History is the remem-
bered past, and old buildings are visible history. A country's 
architecture is a near-perfect record of its history. Every 
building captures in physical form the climate and resources 
of a country's geography, the social, economic, technological 
and political conditions of its society and the moral, philo-
sophical, aesthetic and spiritual values of its people. Every 
building records, describes and explains the time and the 
place in which it was built. 
"MORE HISTORY THAN A LIBRARY OF BOOKS" 
That our old buildings do not date back to the Norman 
Conquest does not make them less valuable to us. They 
are as old in proportion to our swiftly-moving history. In 
less than two centuries, starting from as near scratch as 
can be achieved in the modern world, Australia, for good 
or iU, has caught up with the present. Certainly no one 
else wiU care about it or guard it if we do not. To know 
it is part of our self-knowledge. 
Because of the all-embracing nature of the multitude of 
factors which contribute to the form and character of any 
buUding, the history of architecture is fully-rounded in a 
way that is unique amongst fields of historical study. Unlike 
the original sources on which most historical fields depend, 
those of architectural history, in the main, are not buried 
under the ground or locked up in closely-guarded libraries 
and archives. Buildings carry more history than a library 
of books — and it is not second-hand. 
In a country such as Australia, with little indigenous 
architectural heritage, changes are taking place rapidly, and 
738 
modern living is introducing new stresses and demands. 
In these circumstances, the relics of history can be 
too easily overlooked, ignored or swept away, so it is 
important that our national heritage be recorded and pre-
served in as many ways as possible. 
"UNFAVOURABLE AUSTRALIAN CONTEXT" 
The Australian context has not been favourable to the 
preservation of old buildings. There are a number of reasons 
for this, both in the cities and in the bush. There is a 
history of explosive progress and expansion; eagerness to 
catch up with the great world; a lack of local tradition 
which has had slowly to be acquired. 
There has also been the widespread belief that the new 
is better than the old. Fortunately, this sense of embarrass-
ment is disappearing, as demonstrated by the present re-
surgence of public interest in our past, and the success of 
the many books on Australian themes which have been 
published over recent years. 
In the cities, progress has been the main enemy of pre-
servation. Cities are functional, they flow, their very stones 
are in flux. They adjust themselves to changing ways of 
life, and are conditioned by values, by population pressures, 
by transport. High land values mean high buUdings. As 
cities grow richer, money becomes more important and 
every foot of land must yield its return. Old buUdings 
become uneconomic and go they must, unless protected by 
a powerful public sentiment. A city without its jealously 
preserved old buildings of historical significance is like a 
man without a memory. 
Their individuality and charm are capable of capture 
and cultivation. As a succinct old Eastern proverb puts it: 
"Past ignored, 
Future ignoble." 
PIONEERS USED SIMPLEST COMPONENTS 
Our pioneers reduced their shelter to the simplest com-
ponents. They had to. The only tool taken when seeking 
new selections on horseback was a tomahawk, thrust under 
the rider's belt, for use in making a bark hut. 
Later, drays and trading schooners followed with axes, 
cross-cut saws, hammers, wedges and mauls. With these 
tools, our first indigenous architecture developed — slab 
construction, simUar to the frame and panel system of 
recent prefabrication techniques. 
This was the essential difference between our earliest 
739 
buildings and the log cabins of other countries. For dura-
bUity, our pioneers selected straight-grained old trees which 
were invariably "pipey," but readily spUt longitudinaUy 
into the slabs which were secured verticaUy into grooved 
bush timber framework. Flattened sheets of bark, held 
down by saplings, formed the roof. Later, blocks of crow 
ash were rifted into shingles. 
Where cedar was avaUable, pit-sawn slabs replaced 
hardwood, some lasting to this day. Pitsawing was such 
unpleasant work that it was described as the greatest test 
of mateship. The log to be sawn was manoeuvred by 
smaller log rollers, levers and wedges, over a long pit some 
six feet deep, untU it lay lengthways along the pit supported 
on halved cross-logs laid flat side down. Two men operated 
a heavy double-handled pit-saw. One stood in the pit below 
the log and pulled the saw downwards, getting showered 
with sawdust, which stuck grittily to his sweating body for 
his pains. The other bestrode upright on the log itself and, 
in exchange for being spared the sawdust baptism, had the 
more skilled and heavier part of the job — starting the cut 
in a notch axed in the end of the log, guiding the line of 
cut and dragging the heavy saw upwards. 
THE "TOP-NOTCHER" 
He was called the "top-notcher," a term that has passed 
into the AustraUan vernacular to denote the best, most 
expert, or foremost in anything. The floor boards, according 
to the custom of the country, were six inches wide and 
one thick; timber being used so green, and the heat being 
so great, boards of any greater width turn up at the edges. 
"Do-it-yourself" instructions on slab construction were 
available. Mrs. Ransom's Australian Enquiry Book con-
tained plans, specifications and quantity lists for two slab 
houses. One, a simple four-room rectangular plan, was 
estimated to cost £30. A more elaborate design, with five 
rooms and verandah, would cost £35. 
Both these prices included purchase of the necessary saws, 
adzes and hammers. Mrs. Ransom urged the women to 
assist their husbands in staining and lining the interiors 
with burlap or chintz and constructing "wall pockets for 
newspapers, polished horns and skeleton leaves." Coloured 
illustrations from the Illustrated London News were another 
popular form of wall decoration. 
The weU-preserved slab hut which has been re-erected 
at the Advancetown Hotel is typical. Another has been re-
erected in Beaudesert by their Historical Society. One room 
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was for sleeping, the other for cooking meals and enter-
tainment. A front verandah protected the rough window 
shutters and saddle-racks. 
PACKING-CASE FURNITURE 
To reduce the fire danger, the cooking recess and chimney 
were detached from the house. In the recess, cauldrons 
were suspended from a hook over an antbed fireplace. The 
fire was never allowed to go out. Beds were formed of sacks 
slung on sapling frames, and the furniture was fashioned 
from packing-cases. The women had a constant battle against 
mosquitoes, ants, snakes and myriads of flying insects. Later, 
a separate kitchen was built at the rear. 
Oofison 6 B 
P I O N E E R COTTAGE, A D V A N C E T O W N . 
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As sawmiUs were established, bush carpentry methods 
were gradually replaced by hardwood or pine frammg, and 
linings erected by migrant carpenters. Imported corrugated 
iron roofs superseded bark or covered the hardwood shingles. 
Having established in themselves from earth-floored, bark 
humpies and split slab huts, the settlers buUt then: first 
houses, consisting of two unequal rooms, side by side, 
which were later protected by a verandah accessible from 
the larger room, used for the famUy cooking, meals and 
entertainment. Each room had one window sheltered by 
the verandah. 
MUNDOOLUN HOMESTEAD, TAMBORINE VALLEY. 
"SPACIOUS, STRAGGLING COMFORT" 
Increasing families and prosperity made it necessary to 
add rooms, connected by verandahs or an internal passage, 
producing a character so well described by the author, 
Henry Handel Richardson, "one of those characteristically 
AustraUan houses which, added to, wherever feasible, without 
a thought for symmetry of design, a room built on here, 
a covered passage there, a bathroom thrown out in an un-
expected corner, with odd steps up and down, yet having 
a spacious, straggling comfort aU of their own." 
In country districts, the kitchen block, staffed with 
aboriginal girls, became a separate entity, connected by a 
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covered way to the homestead with its low-pitch skUUon-
roofed verandah on all sides. This separated wing also 
reduced the risk of a fire spreading from the kitchen to 
the main body of the homestead. 
CLAY FOR BRICKMAKING 
From convict days suitable clay for brickmaking and 
limestone for lime-burning were found in the Ipswich dis-
trict. The brickmaking process was the traditional one 
that had been used in England and Europe for hundreds 
of years. It was modified only by the limitations of the 
materials and skills avaUable and the urgency for turning 
out bricks. Clay was ground by pummelling and pounding 
the raw lumps with heavy tree-trunk pestles in natural rock 
depressions. There was neither the time nor the equipment 
to obtain fine grinding of the clay, which was left coarse 
and graveUy. Water was added, and with bare-legged con-
victs tramping around in the mess, a sticky pug was worked 
up. Allowed to stand for a few days instead of the two to 
three months that it would have been given in England, it 
was hastened to the moulding table. 
THE MOULDING TABLE 
This table, about six feet long by three feet wide and 
high, was made of wood. It was moved to the clay, and 
for this reason was often fitted with rough wheels. At one 
end of the table was set a trough of water, and at the back 
of it, or on the ground beside the moulder, a barrel of 
sand. To the top of the table was fixed a "stock"—a flat 
board one inch thick and the size of the largest face of 
the brick. The word itself comes from the Teutonic word 
for "board." The mould was made of one-inch thick 
timber the size of the brick to be made, plus the depth of 
the stock over which it fitted snugly. 
The top edges of the mould were protected from wear 
by strips of metal. To make the brick, the stock was dusted 
with sand, the mould dipped in the water, and simUarly 
sanded and slipped into position over the stock. A clod 
of pug, a Uttle larger than the required amount, was thrown 
into the mould, and pressed by hand well into the corners. 
The excess material was removed, and the top surface leveUed 
by drawing a ten inches by two inches by three-quarter inch 
wooden "strike" across the top of the mould. If the brick-
maker found the clay not tight into the corner, he would 
sometimes press it into shape with his thumb, a practice 
which has given rise to the false story that thumb-prints 
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were a taUy mark of a man's production made for the benefit 
of the overseer. 
Too quick drying of the unburnt bricks, the low heat 
of the bush timber fuel, and the too short time in the rough 
kilns resulted in poor quality, soft bricks. 
"ARCHITECTURAL ANSWER" 
In a country where the cUmate can be such a problem, 
there had to be an architectural answer. This came second-
hand from the tropical countries of the East, where it had 
been used from time immemorial in the enervating heat 
of the tropics. It had been taken back to the counties of 
Devon and CornwaU in England by the founders of empire. 
Thence it came to Australia. The verandah was not primarily 
a means of keeping a house cool. It provided an extemal 
means of communication to rooms strung together, as 
at "Wolston House." 
French doors, either louvred for further privacy or glazed, 
gave access from the verandah to the rooms. Until their 
sun-protection advantage was appreciated, verandahs were 
used on the ground floor and on one long side of buildings 
only. In Queensland, it extended along three, and some-
times four, sides of the core of the house, usually square 
in plan. The outer edge of the verandah was supported 
on a series of posts, which ranged in finish from roughly 
trimmed tree-trunks to finely-worked and dressed columns. 
The latter were sometimes chamfered at the corners for 
aU or part of their length into elementary mouldings, or 
even had their faces cut and worked in simple groove 
patterns. 
LOW CEILINGS 
The low ceiling heights of the early houses were respon-
sible for the broken roof at the wall line or reductions in 
the roof pitch of the verandah
 roof. As ceUing heights 
became higher, it was possible to extend the roof in one 
plane to the edge of the verandah, thus being more in 
character with the basic simplicity of the remainder of the 
building, and producing the traditional Colonial character 
of the early Australian house, which, prior to the later 
development of the typical raised house of Queensland, 
resuhed in a long, low sUhouette, perfectly in harmony with 
the plains of the new colonies. In the bright Australian 
sunlight, the contrast of light on the ranks of white verandah 
posts and the dark depths of shade had a profound patho-
logical effect. 
With the increasing use of verandahs, the occupants came 
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to appreciate their secondary benefits. They afforded rain 
protection to the rough openings and chinks in split slabs, 
pise or hand-made bricks, or the saddle-racks beside the 
doors. It was soon reaUsed that it provided an airy, shady 
place for cooling the milk and, later, that it did likewise 
for people when the inside rooms became too hot for comfort. 
"UNPRETENTIOUS STRUCTURES" 
Where a blacksmith, a few stores and houses clustered 
around a hotel to form a tiny town, the verandah stretched 
out over the footpath, giving unbroken lengths of darkness. 
They were unpretentious and pragmatic stractures making 
the maximum use of scarce materials which had to be carried 
from the cities and put together by the settler himself, and 
giving the most effective protection from heat, dust and wind. 
In Queensland, the inner rooms were reduced to Uttle 
more than dressing cubicles and storage spaces for the 
more valuable items of furniture during the wet season. 
Areas of the verandah might then be set aside for the drying 
of clothes, and as a play area for children. Where lower 
temperatures came with the evening, the verandah was stiU 
used for sitting out and for sleeping on at night. Thus, the 
verandah became an integral part of every home, and its 
use an essential part of the Australian way of life. 
CORRUGATED IRON AND TILES 
The original roof coverings of split bark or shingles were 
eventuaUy replaced by corrugated iron and, occasionaUy, 
tiles or slates. Special iron sheets were made for verandahs. 
At first, they dipped in a slow, graceful arc from below 
the eaves to the bressemer connecting the verandah posts. 
Light timber beams carved out of the solid wood helped 
to support the iron, but did not attempt to carry all the 
weight, the iron itself being permitted to take its share. 
Later, the corrugated iron sheets for verandahs ran straight 
from below the eaves for three-quarters of their length, and 
then dipped in a definite quadrant to the post line. Houses 
further out generally retained the simple change of roof 
pitch between the verandah and main roofs. 
The first terra cotta tiles were imported from the south 
of France in the 'eighties and became such a status symbol in 
a sea of grey iron and slate roofs that local manufacture 
commenced. 
"UNITY AND HARMONY" 
The differences between the best Colonial homes and 
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the lowly cottages of the 1830's were basically ones of 
money — not of taste. By qualities of simplicity, directness 
and honesty, and because the same materials were used in 
the same ways to cope with the same problems, because 
they took the same physical form and were set in the same 
environment, the Colonial style houses achieved a unitv 
and harmony with their surroundings and each other that 
were superb. While the Colonial houses were consciously 
designed, it was a consciousness founded largely on intuition 
and tradition rather than intellect. Generations of fine 
design, in which good proportions, pleasant texture and 
harmony with the surroundings, whether urban or rural, 
were sine qua non, had made the idiom second nature— 
almost instinctive. When it was transported across the 
oceans, even the remaining vestiges of superficiaUty were 
washed away. When the Colonial Style came to full flower, 
naive though it was in many ways, it was distinguished by an 
exemplary regard for an economy of resources and materials 
used in the best of taste. In this lay its modest glory and 
supremacy in Australian architectural history. 
CAST-IRON POSTS 
The first cast-iron posts, valances and panels which came 
to Australia, as ballast in the wheat ships, were the same 
mass-produced products that adorned London terrace houses 
of the same time. They were of light and delicate design, 
often incorporating Greek motifs, and still strongly influenced 
by the characteristics and working techniques of malleable 
wrought iron. The bars were fine, and either straight or 
smooth, freely flowing, with a preponderance of void in their 
total design. They depended for their effect on the pattern 
of the work against space rather than on any modelling of 
the surface of the material itseU. They lacked the precision 
of edges inherent in wrought iron, but whether used as a 
fence of parallel vertical lines, or a swirling, flowing line-
drawing of Greek acanthus form, they had not yet shed 
the influence of the older material, or reaUsed the potential 
of the new. 
The local founders who started to cast panels by the 
late 'forties used the imported designs for their own work. 
Unworried by copyright laws, they did not bother to make 
their own patterns, but pressed an actual imported panel 
into their moulds of sand and fine clay, into whose graphited 
faces they poured molten pig iron. Consequently, the timid 
cast iron that shyly appeared on upper floor balconies—the 
balustrades, the brackets and even the grated floor—of the 
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'forties was very different from the heavy overpowering 
masses of the same material of the 'seventies. 
"MORE FLORID DESIGNS" 
The local foundries began competing with each other in 
producing heavier and more florid designs. They even tumed 
to Australian wildlife for inspiration; koala bears, cockatoos 
and lyre birds were to be found amongst the curved fern 
fronds. As cast ironwork proliferated, it not only appeared 
as columns and balustrades, but in valances hung in deep 
festoons and tassels, along eaves and under barges. 
No material influenced the architecture of the late Vic-
torian period more than did this cast-iron work. Being 
easily fixed and readUy avaUable in a plethora of patterns, 
it cheaply imparted an air of opulence to the buildings it 
adorned. This was no climate or class-conscious material. 
It was freely applied to structures ranging from artisans' 
cottages to proud hotels and elaborate mansions. 
Australian ingenuity solved the problem of producing 
cheap houses which could be cheaply built over a vast area. 
During the second half of the nineteenth century, the home-
steads and hotels were usually ugly, but occasionaUy beauti-
ful. They were carried on the drays of the settlers throughout 
the whole of Australia. Queensland became a timber-house 
State, and outside the capital, so did cities of the other 
States. 
"TIN AND TIMBER" 
The "tin and timber" building was the result of the con-
fluence of a number of factors. The social and economic 
conditions gave rise to the need, while the technical and 
industrial conditions provided the means. The idea of a 
frame of widely-spaced light timbers was brought from 
America by the gold-seekers who crossed the Pacific when 
the Californian fields started to wane at the time when the 
strikes in Victoria became known. 
The building technique was derided by the old craftsmen 
and scornfuUy dubbed a "balloon frame." 
The spate of prosperity in Queensland in the 'eighties 
attracted many architects from the other States and overseas. 
The author of the Jubilee History of Queensland wrote 
proudly in 1889 "The advent of each new man introduces to 
the community new styles in architecture resulting in a 
variety that gives to Brisbane a quality that no other city in 
the Colonies possesses."' Many of their exuberant buildings of 
this period still survive. 
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HOUSING SCHEMES 
About 1910, every State government estabUshed a scheme 
to fulfil every AustraUan's dream of owning his own home 
on his own block of land. The Workers' Homes Board of 
Queensland was typical. They buUt timber houses ranging 
from $700.00 to $1,100.00 on cheap land. Repayment on 
an average Worker's Home was $1.50 a week for 30-year 
terms. New suburbs of houses with standardised designs 
proliferated in every Australian city, with a great impetus 
after both World Wars, during which period, the War Ser-
vice Homes Commission had supplanted much of the State 
Workers' Homes activities on a nation-wide basis. 
Prior to the 'eighties the "art and mystery" of buUding 
was basicaUy medieval. The replacement of hand-crafting 
by a machine technology had its origins in the last decade 
of the last century. As the factories began to pour out new 
materials, the architect became a selector and the buUder an 
assembler. The trend continues at such an acceleration today 
that, for all except a privUeged few, the house wiU join the 
family car to become another industriaUsed consumer, dur-
able to be traded in for new models when the occupiers' 
famUy income and composition changes or the old model 
becomes obsolete. 
Whether these residential units contribute to the suburban 
sprawl, or are stacked into high-price apartment blocks, the 
principle wiU be the same. 
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